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Black History Month is an opportunity to educate Canadians on the rich history 
of blacks in Canada. Focusing on this year’s theme of Black Resistance, this 
special feature will shed light on the incredible work of Black leaders, past and 
present, as well as the importance of embracing education, resilience, 
inclusion and diversity to create stronger communities.

Proposed topic highlights:
ADVOCACY – The contributions of leading advocates, organizations and 
initiatives towards creating a more equitable society.
ALLYSHIP— the important role of allies
REFLECTION & ACTION – How historic reflection can lead to progressive 
action.
EDUCATION – Efforts for creating a more inclusive and diverse Canada.
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According to research by the Diversity Institute, women entrepreneurs who identified as Black, Caribbean or African consistently
reported experiences of racism and barriers at every stage of their journey as entrepreneurs. SUPPLIED

Black History Month
Respecting individual differences boosts society’s value and strength

Black Entrepreneurship Program.
“The program has the potential to
greatly enhance the available support
for Black Canadian entrepreneurs
amid COVID-19 and beyond,” Dr.
Cukier says.
Black women entrepreneurs find

themselves at the intersection of a
number of disproportionately bar-
riered groups: they are Black, they
are women, many are low income,
and many are new to Canada. “The
evidence is overwhelming – Black
entrepreneurs face obstacles at every
level. When you layer gender on
top, with childcare and the crushing
burden of unpaid labour, it’s a really
grim situation,” adds Dr. Cukier.
“We found that 78.4 per cent of

self-employed women have no paid
help, versus 67.5 per cent of men,”
explains Ms. Spencer. “This means
that we don’t have the support
needed to take us to the next level.
And the reason we don’t have paid
help is that we don’t have the same
resources. Forty per cent of Black
women business owners who apply
for capital receive zero, $0.”
WEKH has also supported a

number of training programs target-
ing racialized and Black women,
including BBPA’s Boss Women
program. “We have to recognize the
pervasiveness and profound impact
of anti-Black racism and trauma in
the lives of many of these women
as well as structural differences,”
says Dr. Cukier. “They’re much less
likely to be incorporated, which
automatically means that they’re not
going to have access to a lot of the

women entrepreneurs in Canada.
“The high level of response speaks
volumes about the dire need for sup-
port,” says Ms. Spencer. “We selected
450 to go through intensive training;
the judges will have to whittle that
number down to the 40 who will
be in the final pitch. We’re going to
end up being able to give $10,000 to
eight entrepreneurs, and there are at
least 300, maybe more, for whom
a small amount of funding would
be transformational. We’re trying to
find somebody who will support the
others.”
Wendy Cukier, academic director

of the Diversity Institute and WEKH,
emphasizes the need for further
support. “Our research shows that
our entire innovation ecosystem and
financing models put these women
at a disadvantage. We pour many
billions into our tech-oriented innova-
tion ecosystem, which is justified
because tech is potentially high
growth. But businesses in other sec-
tors – services, culture, food, retail –
also create and sustain jobs, families
and communities.”
WEKH is also trying to dismantle

the stereotypes that associate
entrepreneurship only with tech by
celebrating 1,000 leading diverse
women entrepreneurs in its “See it
Be it” campaign.
The Government of Canada is

also taking action. Recognizing the
invaluable contributions of Black
entrepreneurs and acknowledging
that their success is essential to
Canada’s economic recovery, the
federal government launched the

mall business is the engine
of the Canadian economy,

employing almost 70 per cent of
private-sector workers. When small
businesses fail, our shared economy
falters too.
Under normal circumstances, only

half will survive to a sixth anniver-
sary and, too often, the reasons
have nothing to do with anything
Canadians might consider fair. Bor-
rowing ability and access to essential
resources such as capital, markets
and supportive networks are not
distributed equitably.
It’s no secret that COVID has

devastated small business, hitting
some sectors, like services and retail,
harder than others. Smaller, newer
and under-financed companies
are particularly vulnerable. But the
impact on Black-owned businesses
is far worse.
A study led by the Black Business

Professionals Association (BBPA)
surveyed its members and com-
pared the results to a survey by the
Canadian Federation of Independent
Business. Black businesses were half
as likely to be fully open, more than
twice as likely not to have cash flow
to pay their bills (80 per cent versus
30 per cent) and twice as likely to
be unable to take on extra debt. At
the same time, they were much
less likely to believe that they would
qualify for government support (80
per cent versus 20 per cent).
“The facts speak for themselves”

said Nadine Spencer, president of
the BBPA and founder of BrandEQ, a
marketing communications agency,
an entrepreneur herself. “Looking
at these numbers objectively is the
only way we’re going to be able to
pull together solutions to help this
particular sector recover.”
BBPA, the Casa Foundation,

deSedulous Women Leaders, and
40 other organizations serving Black
women recently came together to
examine the issues specifically af-
fecting Black women entrepreneurs.
They reported barriers such as bias,
systemic racism, a lack of mentoring
and networking opportunities, and
limited access to finance, on top of
the many barriers that other small
business owners also face.
Their insights and experiences are

part of a soon-to-be-released report
and led to the creation of Rise Up,
a pitch competition supported by
partners such as BMO, BDC, Loblaw,
Impact Hub Ottawa, Foodpreneur
Lab, League of Innovators, Réseau
des Femmes d’affaires du Québec
and the Women Entrepreneurship
Knowledge Hub (WEKH).
The competition attracted 700

Black women entrepreneurs vying
for eight $10,000 awards. According
to Statistics Canada, there are about
10,000 Black women entrepreneurs
of about 900,000 self-employed

S

All small businesses
are hurting, but the
extent of the impact
on Black women, on
Indigenous women,
on women with

disabilities and so on,
is just heartbreaking.

Nadine Spencer
President of the Black Business
Professionals Association and

founder of BrandEQ

... many Black female
entrepreneurs are of
the belief that we’re
the only ones facing
these challenges.

It’s just so important
to be able to get
emotional support
from each other.

Cheryl Kerr
Founder and managing director
of Medex Health Services

FROM
RESEARCH
TO IMPACT

resources available. They’re more
likely to be lower income. And the
pandemic has amplified every aspect
of inequality.”
The Diversity Institute and Dr.

Cukier are long-time collaborators
of the BBPA and have undertaken
research on newcomer and Black
entrepreneurs for many years but
were unprepared for the results of
its latest research. “We analyzed data
from 1,000 women entrepreneurs
who applied to a competition hosted
by BMO, of whom about 60 were
identified as Black, Caribbean or Afri-
can,” says Dr. Cukier. “These women
consistently reported experiences of
racism and barriers at every stage of
their journey and were often pushed
into entrepreneurship because they
were excluded from other opportuni-
ties. At the same time, many pur-
sued entrepreneurship because they
spotted opportunities – for products

designed for them, for books and
toys that their children could identify
with, for services tailored to the
needs of their community – along
with competing across virtually every
sector.”
“All small businesses are hurting,

but the extent of the impact on Black
women, on Indigenous women,
on women with disabilities and so
on, is just heartbreaking,” says Ms.
Spencer.
Ms. Spencer is the instructor of the

BBPA Boss Women Entrepreneurship
Training program and reports that,
in the second week of the program,
white supremacists hacked the
group’s Zoom call, joining the meet-
ing with swastikas in the background
to call the women present hor-
rific racist epithets. “It was an awful
experience, and we all felt violated,
particularly because we were in what
we imagined was a safe space,” she
says. “But I’ve been inspired by the
resilience of these women. We kept
coming back, every single week.
We’re now in week three of cohort
three, and we have 115 women in the
program.”
Access to financing is also essential

to recovery, and the program works
to help women overcome the
financing inequity they face. “Within
the networking framework and col-
laboration with WEKH, we are able to
learn about the available resources.
You don’t know what you don’t
know. With training, we’re able to
learn about programs, such as SheEO
and Futurpreneur, that can help.
Together, these women are learning
what it takes to build their business
to the next level,” says Mr. Spencer.
Over the longer term, a systemic

shift requires recognizing the value,
strength and different skills society
benefits from when individual dif-
ferences are respected, Ms. Spencer
stresses. “Globe and Mail readers
are a demographic of individuals
in society who can make profound
change. If you don’t know what to
do, reach out to somebody and say,
‘I don’t know what to do.’ Google.
When George Floyd was murdered, I
had somebody call and say, ‘Nadine,
what’s happened is awful. I don’t
know what to do, but I’m here to
listen.’
“It really was the best response.

You don’t have to have the answers.
Just be open to listen.”

Name three successful entrepre-
neurs.
Great. Now name three successful

Black women entrepreneurs. That’s
okay. We’ll wait.
It’s not your fault – media report-

ing, business organizations, services
and traditional networks are over-
weighted in the direction of white,
tech, masculine models of business,
and people like Bill Gates, Mark
Zuckerberg and Steve Jobs. But one
of the most important elements of
entrepreneurial success is seeing
people who look like us and have
achieved the aims we aspire to.
The See It Be It campaign was

launched by the Women Entre-
preneurship Knowledge Hub, led
by Ryerson University’s Diversity
Institute, in December 2020, along
with a report on the importance of
representation in business and the
many ways in which stereotypes
mean that these women entrepre-
neurs are underserved.
The campaign features successful

Black women entrepreneurs, includ-
ing Cheryl Kerr. The founder and
managing director of Medex Health
Services, a company that provides
disability and health services, Ms.
Kerr believes that initiatives like this
are vitally important in connecting
Black women entrepreneurs in dif-
ferent sectors.
“It allows us to collaborate and

support each other’s businesses,”
she explains. “We might exchange
services, work together and
potentially do joint ventures. It also
helps us to understand some of
the barriers we face, because many
Black female entrepreneurs are of
the belief that we’re the only ones
facing these challenges.”

After achieving some success in the
corporate world, Janét Aizenstros
decided to turn her talents toward
an endeavour that would leave a
longer lasting and more meaning-
ful legacy after a pivotal life change
in 2011.
Now, she is the CEO of a boutique

global company, Ahava Group
Global – a media parent company
consisting of five companies, the
largest of which is Ahava Digital
Group. In 2020, she became the
first Black-Jewish Canadian woman
to scale a tech company to over
nine figures. She also founded the
first impact fund in Canada led by a
Black-Jewish Canadian woman that
focuses on women entrepreneurs
creating social impact through
technology.
In a recent episode of the Ameri-

can Diversity Report with Deborah
Levine, Dr. Aizenstros talked about
building her digital company to
seven-figure revenues by 2016 –
and realizing she was no longer
feeling inspired or motivated by
the bottom-line agenda, but by
her passion for women.
Realizing that she needed to

blend her passion for women
into her business, Dr. Aizenstros
pivoted to focus more on impact
for women consumers in an
emotional and intuitive way, using
data and technology.
“Women have great skill sets,

from the way we lead to the way
we display our brilliance in the

For the many entrepreneurs
who are single mothers, she adds,
“It’s just so important to be able to
get emotional support from each
other.”
Vivian Kaye, the founder and

CEO of KinkyCurlyYaki, a textured
hair extension company for Black
women, is also passionate about
inspiring and connecting with other
women entrepreneurs. A Shopify
expert and a business empower-
ment coach, she hosts a weekly
video series called Mind Your Busi-
ness, designed to inspire and help
equip women like her. “Outside
of doing the actual work, learning
from people who’ve done the thing
I wanted to do was one of the best
lessons I learned,” she stresses.

world – I believe that we are the
restorers of this world,” she says.
Since then, she has won awards

that include the 2019 Conscious
Company Media’s Top 22 Business
Leaders, the 2020 WXN Canada’s
Most Powerful Women Entrepre-
neur Award: Top 100 and Employer
of the Year for Canadian Business,
which ranked her company 12th
on the Canadian Business 2020
Growth List.
“I live by the motto that living is

giving,” she said. “We’re not here
to serve ourselves; we’re here to
serve the greater good of the hu-
man collective. When I pivoted the
company, I began to focus on what
it would take to create an impact,
to set a benchmark that gave other
young Black men and women
and children here in Canada the
opportunity to see that you don’t
just have to settle for the status
quo. You can be anything you want
to be.”
The key, she says, is maximizing

the potential of whatever circum-
stances we find ourselves in, some-
thing that has become more pos-
sible with the globalization created
by social media and technology.
During the pandemic, for example,
she has transformed “not being
able to travel” into an opportunity
to deepen her connections with her
hometown community in Guelph.
She urges other people who are
looking for new networks and chal-
lenges to do the same.

SEE IT BE IT INITIATIVE CONNECTS BLACK
WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS

‘DON’T JUST SETTLE FOR THE
STATUS QUO’

Among the successful Black women entrepreneurs featured in the See It Be It
campaign are Cheryl Kerr, founder and managing director of Medex Health Services,

and Vivian Kaye, founder and CEO of KinkyCurlyYaki. SUPPLIED

In 2020, Janét Aizenstros became the first Black-Jewish Canadian woman
to scale a tech company to over nine figures. SUPPLIED
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